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(M)other love: 
Constructing queer families in Girl Walking Backwards and Obsession 
Kerry Mallan 
“I wanted to shut her up, put a towel down her throat, and tie her to the 
refrigerator. Why couldn’t she just be a normal mom and tell me I was going to 
burn in hell?” (Girl Walking Backwards 22) 
 
“…I could see Mum lying belly down on the couch, one arm dangling on the 
floor. Her usual position. Her mouth was open and a shiny trail of dribble was 
making its way down the cushion.” (Obsession 29) 
 
The image of motherhood continues to be a subject of interest for writers, artists, and 
filmmakers who define “mothers” in conflicting ways – saintly, transgressive, selfless, 
wicked, innocent, heroic, passive, murderous, nurturing, detached. Such conflicting 
constructions provide “categories” of mothers, each with its own stereotypes. While 
stereotypes serve a schematising function in that they provide crude representations of 
difference, they also allow us to separate the good from the bad, distinguishing self from 
Other. Fairy tales laid the foundation for these maternal extremes and their prototypes 
continue to emerge in contemporary children’s literature. Hysterical, out-of-control 
stepmothers along with good wives, good mothers, and wise grandmothers are reworked 
into contemporary fiction for children and adolescents. Even in death, mothers remain a 
marked presence within these fictions through their absence (Mallan, “Fatal”). 
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Consequently, one of the difficulties in writing about mothers is the tendency to regress 
to an essentialism – to simply collapse the woman with the reproductive body. Langbauer 
makes the point that while the reproductive potential of the female body can be a source 
of fulfilment and joy, it can equally be an entrapment (Women 105). However, 
entrapment may not be limited to the mothering function within the family as society also 
seeks to entrap mothers through discourses of containment and self-regulation. Intrinsic 
to these constraining and self-regulating discourses of motherhood is the child, and 
specifically, the expectations concerning mother-child relationships: these relationships 
have long been a subject of enquiry from different disciplinary perspectives. In this 
paper, I want to focus principally on the mother-daughter relationships, and to a lesser 
extent, the father-daughter-relationships in two young adult novels − Girl Walking 
Backwards by Bett Williams (1998) and Obsession by Julia Lawrinson (2001). 
  
Both novels can be classified as “lesbian fiction” and it would seem that this would make 
them obvious choices for queer analysis. While both texts contain varying degrees of 
explicit or implicit explorations of lesbian sexual desire, my purpose is to consider how 
this desire impacts on the mother-daughter relationship, and how this relationship is 
worked out within a queer familial space that disrupts the illusion of the heterosexual 
family romance. By tracing the mother-daughter relations in specific ways, I want to 
illustrate how the discourse of queer reinscribes itself within heterosexuality, and how 
desire struggles within and against the constraints of the Oedipal triangle. In both texts, 
the principal adolescent characters paradoxically construct their queer subjectivities in an 
inverse relation to their mothers’ heterosexual, but nevertheless “queer” subjectivities. 
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Similarly, in both texts, the figure of the absent father lurks as an omnipresent shadow in 
the lives of the female members of the family. Unlike other critical discussions of queer 
discourse in gay (male) young adult fiction, such as those undertaken by Roberta 
Seelinger Trites (“Queer”) and Pennell and Stephens (“Queering”), this paper considers 
how the attribution of “queerness” and the notion of “queer” with respect to female 
(straight and lesbian) subjectivity provide a way of considering the tension in the stories 
between “normal” and “queer”. My argument is that while a queer discourse inscribes 
itself in these texts in multiple ways, Girl Walking Backwards is a more provocative text 
that “queers” the reader by causing discomfort through its attention to aberrance, and its 
refusal to resort to conventional notions of motherhood and domestic order as narrative 
resolutions. 
 
While Girl Walking Backwards encourages a queer readerly perspective, Obsession is 
more conservative in its approach and any queering of the text is left to the critical 
devices of the reader. Buchbinder suggests two approaches for queering a text: one is to 
read “against the grain, contrary to the preferred meaning of the text,” the other is to read 
“from the position of the Other, the subject who is denied subjectivity or whose 
subjectivity is marginalised or inferiorised” (Performance 164). As Buchbinder suggests, 
queering the text “creates the possibility of resistance; and ‘queer’ is, perhaps, above all 
else, a strategy of resistance” (164). The opportunities to resist or subvert the text’s 
persuasive discourse is expressed by Doty as experiencing queer moments: “moments 
when one finds oneself reading texts or understanding situations from a reading position 
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which one would not normally occupy” (quoted in Buchbinder 166). Thus, my queer 
reading of the texts employs these different approaches. 
 
The focus texts in this paper provide differing accounts of what Trites has identified as 
the repressive rhetoric that impedes subjective agency in gay YA literature. Trites’s 
observation (published in 1998) is that a “double-voicedness” pervades mainstream YA 
publishing regarding the enunciation and repression of homosexuality. This “double-
voicedness” is particularly apparent in Obsession, where the queer subject resides in a 
liminal space between heterosexuality and non-heterosexuality: a space which permits or 
prohibits varying attributions of normal and pathological gendered behaviours and 
sexuality. This double-voiced space can also be seen as being subjected to discourses of 
maturation, which characterise the young adult character’s move from childhood to 
adulthood. McInally notes that the limiting aspect of this maturation framework is that it: 
 
encourages the construction of only two subject positions in text; either the 
implied heterosexual character (and reader) or one based on identity politics, that 
is resolved, most often, through “coming out” and declaring an alternative but 
equally fixed sexual orientation. (“Camphor” 27)  
 
As McInally suggests, one of the effects of this assumption of heterosexuality (in both 
text construction and reader identification) is that lesbian love/desire is often trivialised as 
an immature “crush” that the young female will eventually grow out of as she matures 
and develops along the natural path of heterosexuality. This treatment of immaturity is 
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evidenced in Obsession where the main character (Charlie) is denied any subjective 
agency in terms of her sexuality and is encouraged to seek help for her “problem.”  
However, even Charlie questions her own feelings for Kate, denying the possibility that 
she could be queer (“weird”), and rationalising her love in terms of heterosexual 
platonism: “Except I’m not gay. Am I? No. No. I don’t have the hots for chicks, no way. 
I just happen to love someone of the same sex. Kate. And anyone could love her. There’s 
nothing weird about that. Is there?” (153). Kate’s “double-voiced” rhetoric denies the 
intensity of her feelings and resorts to a homophobic discourse as a way of reassuring 
herself that she is not lesbian. In a similar way, Skye (Girl Walking Backwards) is 
surprised by the intensity of her feelings for Jessica, and (re)describes it as a “crush”: 
“My crush on Jessica became sacred to me. I thought about her constantly, stood up 
straight and took each step with care, living for the moments I would see her even briefly, 
a hello and a hug” (93). While the maturational argument has validity, it masks the way 
lesbianism is redescribed rhetorically as part of a discourse of fear and repression. 
Consequently, benign words such as “crush” substitute for more absolute and confronting 
ones that would name the intensity of feeling and leave no doubt as to the subject’s 
sexuality. Ironically, novels like Obsession and Girl Walking Backwards that explore 
lesbian sexuality and desire within a binaristic structure of “normal” and “queer”, not 
only mark the contrast between the two oppositional representations, but create the 
paradoxical effect of distancing lesbian desire from the heterosexual paradigm, yet 
embedding it within it, making it subject to homophobic discourses (Mallan & Stephens 
“Love’s”).  
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While the queer subject is often caught in the tension between camaraderie and 
homophobia of the peer group, a less dichotomised space is that of the family. Unless 
texts are clearly written from a pro-queer agenda, the complication of a queer child living 
in a heterosexual family is often a site of contention and struggle, particularly when the 
family structure conforms to normative models of parenting. The impact of the child’s 
sexuality takes different turns, but is generally depicted somewhere between abjection 
and agency. Invariably, the queer character is eventually reinscribed into mainstream 
norms and ideals via three possibilities: (i) her “lesbianism” is treated as a temporary 
aberration in the process of maturation towards heterosexuality; (ii) the “coming out” of 
the character is seen as part of a middle class rite of passage with its political impact 
severely diminished; (iii) the already marginalised subject becomes “abject” (Kristeva 
1982): an outcast from the family home, someone who is contemptible. In both Girl 
Walking Backwards and Obsession, the queer subjects are abject characters, but for 
Charlie (Obsession) the narrative discourse reinscribes abjection as a temporary state of 
aberration with the implication that there will be a return to normality once psychological 
counselling is undertaken. Obsession, in spite of its subject (lesbian sexuality), 
nevertheless, resorts to a Freudian notion of sexual regulation and restrained desire as a 
necessary condition of “civilised” society (Freud Civilisation). Furthermore, Obsession 
(whose title foreshadows its psychoanalytic bent) relies on contrasts between centred 
heterosexual identity and marginalised queer subjectivity to reassert the normal/queer 
binary with its associated power relations. 
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Psychoanalytic discourses have had considerable sway on theorisation of the subject and 
(“deviant”) sexuality, and the explicit heterosexuality of the Oedipus complex raises a 
challenge with respect to its usefulness for queer theory. However, a queer reading of the 
focus texts need not take an orthodox rendering of psychoanalytic discourse. By 
employing a queer lens, the following discussion now zooms in on the textual realities of 
mother-daughter relations and lesbian sexuality/desire as they are represented in the 
selected novels. Central to these “realities” are notions of the uncanny and lesbian 
fetishism – concepts that have their origins in psychoanalytic theory. 
 
Freud defines unheimlich as the negation of heimlich in its most literal meaning of 
domestic, familiar, intimate. Unheimlich is strange, unfamiliar, uncanny (“The 
‘Uncanny’”). The paradoxical meaning of the uncanny lies in the fact that it is something 
frightening, not because it is unfamiliar or new, but because what used to be familiar has 
become strange. The idea of the familiar, which has become strange relates to the 
psychoanalytic notion of repression. According to Freud, what is frightening is the 
“return of the repressed” (“The ‘Uncanny’” 363). Yet, home can be Unheimlich (strange, 
unfamiliar, and uncanny) even when the child remains there. In Girl Walking Backwards 
and Obsession a feeling of Unheimlichkeit can be traced to the mother-daughter 
relationships, which are the main source of tension and conflict in the novels. However, 
the fathers, as the third party in the Oedipal triangle, are a source of the pervading sense 
of abjection that is experienced by mothers and daughters, and the daughters’ desire for 
autonomy and escape from their families. Further, the fathers’ absence intensifies the 
relations between the women who remain in emotionally-charged domestic spaces. For 
 8
Freud, the repressed infantile desire for the womb is a source of uncanny feelings and is 
central to his double notion of Un/Heimlich.  
 
While Freud argues the Unheimlich’s connection to the maternal, Kristeva insists on the 
“bankruptcy of the fathers” as the source of abjection (Powers 172). Both fathers of the 
central female characters are cast as failures. In Girl Walking Backwards, Skye’s father 
lives in another city (LA), is self-absorbed, and, is, in the words of his daughter, “a freak” 
(46). In Obsession, Charlie’s father’s suicide is seen as the reason for his wife’s descent 
into alcoholism and depression, and is the source of his daughter’s repressed anger and 
resentment at being left to deal with her mother on her own and without an escape route:  
 
In the old house I would go and climb up the tree in the backyard when she got to 
me. But now, apart from hanging off the balcony, I’m stuck. It’s terrible that she 
blames herself for what Dad did …the mess he left us in afterwards was his fault, 
not hers. (31)  
 
In both focus texts, maternal and paternal absence (both real and psychological), 
repressed desires and memories contribute to the domestic unease and show the uncanny 
side of the nuclear family. It is largely, then, through the failure of the fathers, that 
mothers and daughters remain locked in Oedipal fixations in that the father’s presence (or 
absent presence) ensures a dualistic opposition. The queer subject remains split between 
desire for the mother and desire for the father. The two desires remain irreconcilable as 
neither is able to offer fulfilment in terms of queer identity. Hence, the Oedipal narrative 
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takes a queer turn shattering into tales of disorder, desiring, and perversity. While these 
three elements are embedded in both novels, their treatment alternates between 
subversive celebration and pathological malaise, highlighting the queer intersubjective 
relations that exist between mothers-daughters-fathers and between the daughters and 
others outside of the domestic space.  
 
The mother-daughter relationship in Girl Walking Backwards is focalised through Skye 
who describes her mother, Anna, in the register of a love wanted column: “mom. blond. 
thirty-nine. divorced. Depressed. Into New Age and ceramics. Seeking God, preferably 
wealthy and not into independent filmmaking” (15). (Her former husband was an 
independent filmmaker.) This description provides the reader with initial information 
about Anna’s own heterosexuality, which plays a crucial part in her daughter’s 
recognition that society does not embrace lesbian relationships. Anna tries to enforce 
compulsory heterosexuality upon her daughter and takes desperate actions to convince 
Skye of the folly of her ways − counselling sessions, New Age exorcism and other 
bizarre rituals. Anna’s frequent attempts to convince Skye of the naturalness of 
heterosexuality and the perversity of homosexuality invoke the Oedipal complex and the 
pathology of lesbianism: 
 
[Anna] “...You know it’s true, don’t you? I mean we’re created as male and 
female bodies for a reason.” 
[Skye] “Maybe I’m a man in a woman’s body.” 
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[Anna] “But you’re so beautiful, you’re so feminine if you’d get out of those 
jeans for one second. Tell me, honey, honestly. Did anyone abuse you? Did your 
father do anything to you? We did so many drugs back then. It’s all a blur.” (22)  
 
Anna is also vehement and excessive in the accusations and abuse she directs towards her 
daughter − “You tramp! You cunt! Who do you think you are, you lying cunt” (197).  
However, it is through the construction of the mother-as-hysteric who is excessive, 
uncontrollable, and vociferous, that enables a reading of “queer” which opens out its 
meaning and points to a play of incongruous pairings of mother-daughter, straight–
lesbian, normal-queer operating along an axis of queerness. Not only does Anna’s 
didacticism fail to achieve its desired outcome, but her relentless efforts to convert her 
daughter to heterosexuality and her own bizarre behaviour eventually result in a 
parodying of the tropes of naturalness and respectability which are often associated with 
motherhood.  
 
The use of humour, especially parody, is a common narrative device for ameliorating the 
anguish of young gay/lesbian protagonists living in a predominantly heterosexual world. 
While a comedic tone has the effect of making the characters more acceptable and less 
threatening for mainstream readers, it can also be seen as an appeasement strategy, 
whereby the “queer” characters are contained with the limits of prescriptive and 
proscriptive boundaries. However, the humour in Girl Walking Backwards is disruptive, 
confronting, and perverse. The effect is to discomfort the reader and to encourage a queer 
readerly perspective; that is, to see “queer” as the dominant trope in the text’s 
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construction of mother, daughter, and family, and to view the world of the text through a 
queer lens. 
 
The tropes of naturalism and normality are further subverted by the parental/maternal 
pattern in Girl Walking Backwards of drug taking, child neglect, jealousies, verbal abuse, 
and hysterics. These acts deconstruct normative images of “home” and “family” as 
spaces that are characterised by security and love, by showing them as uncanny sites 
characterised by instability and hostility. Furthermore, Anna’s character queers the notion 
of motherhood by mocking any essentialist rhetoric of “motherly love” and appearances 
of maternal decorum. The alienating potential of the novel is part of the queer project, 
and a sense of perverse humour and playfulness operating in the text that reasserts 
queer’s deconstructive, ludic potential in dismantling any predictability associated with a 
signifier such as “mother.” Thus, Anna’s repeated attempts at self-fashioning through 
New Age courses shatter any impression of a stable, coherent identity. She is a caricature, 
and the mother-daughter interactions are a replay of Jerry Springer in their theatricality, 
aggressive fighting, and shock value. As Skye’s accounts of her mother’s “screaming-
and-shouting match” illustrates:  
 
She always got the best of me in fights, though, by her sheer force of nature. She 
shrieked, she spit [sic], she flailed her arms. Her hair seemed to tangle right 
before me. Her eyes seemed to cross. I guess it was kind of funny. It should have 
been funny but every word of it got in. Every word of it hurt. (42) 
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While Anna is a perverse, abject subject, Skye, by comparison, is a relatively centred and 
self-reflexive character. Moreover, when a nurse playfully asks Skye: “Jesus, what are 
you? Designated official sane person?” (207), there is more than an element of truth to it 
when one compares her with her insane mother and negligent father. The irony of this 
familial situation indicates the text’s play with the signifier “queer” and its slippage 
across an accumulation of meaning, as Skye is clearly an abject subject due to her 
alienation from the maternal. 
 
The sense of playfulness and shock value in Girl Walking Backwards is missing in 
Obsession, which treats its subject with a heavy-handed seriousness. While Anna is 
constructed as an hysteric, Charlie’s mother, Carol, is cast as a drunk, irresponsible, 
negligent, and promiscuous – cruising bars in the hope of getting men to buy her drinks. 
She finds comfort (and financial security) in the arms of Rob, a former friend of her 
deceased husband. Rob earns his living gambling, and is nicknamed “Greaseball” by 
Charlie because of his “slicked-back hair” (71). Whereas Anna is obsessed with her 
daughter’s sexuality, Carol seems oblivious to her daughter’s emotional and sexual 
needs. Rather, her own sexual and emotional needs take precedence. She is the archetypal 
rebellious (middle-aged) teenager – gets drunk, sleeps around, and fails to return home at 
night. It is as if “normal” mother and daughter roles are reversed, and as Charlie remarks 
at one point: “I feel so old. Old old old. I’m the oldest fifteen year old in the history of the 
world” (74). While Anna is portrayed as having always been the antithesis of respectable 
motherhood, the suicide of Carol’s husband is reportedly the catalyst for her decline from 
respectability and restraint to negligence and decadence. Further, Rob, who at one point 
 13
comforts a distressed Carol by saying: “Don’t cry, huh? … Uncle Rob’s here now, he’ll 
take care of you” (71), is the replacement husband/father and his involvement in the lives 
of Charlie and Carol is an attempt to restore the Oedipal narrative and for Carol to 
embark on the journey towards recovered normality.  
 
Further pressure for the return to a stable heterosexual family is made by Rosemary, the 
mother of Charlie’s love interest, who urges Charlie to live with Rob and Carol in their 
new-found domestic arrangement. Implicit in Rosemary’s urging is her desire to unravel 
her own daughter (Kate) from any potential lesbian relationship that might develop 
between the two girls (this comes after Rosemary read Charlie’s diary which details her 
love for Kate). Rosemary’s articulated concern for Charlie’s welfare veils her unspoken 
unease about her sexuality, an illness she sees is in need of curing:  
 
It’s important that we get you there as soon as possible. As in, now. And after you 
do that, go and talk to Louise. She’s lovely, you’ll like her. And there’s a small 
hospital attached to her clinic, where there are girls just like you who … who have 
just had a bit too much to deal with than most. (247) 
 
Rosemary, as the normal/normalising mother, is the antithesis of Anna and Carol; she is 
employed (a high school teacher), strong, decisive, and, apparently, in control of her 
daughter’s life. Her relationship with Kate has all the hallmarks of “normality” with its 
strong mother-daughter bonds. The queer twist occurs when Kate decides to leave 
Rosemary and return to England to live with her father and pursue her acting dreams. In 
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this sense, Kate’s separation from her mother follows the classic path of the Oedipus trail. 
While Anna and Carol are unable to maintain the cultural fantasy of the comforting, 
nurturing mother, the split that occurs between them and their daughters does not drive 
their daughters towards any “desire for the father,” but provides a space for their queer 
subjectivities to be realised (or fantasised). However, the split is both temporary and 
forever in that both girls return to their mothers, but one senses that the return will never 
provide a pre-Oedpial state of connection. Skye visits her father in Los Angeles briefly, 
but she is drawn back to Anna in her (mother’s) time of need. Charlie resists the 
temptation to return to Carol by hiding from her, but eventually she decides to amend the 
situation and presumably return ‘home’. While both Skye’s and Charlie’s, emotional ties 
are with the mothers, their erotic investment remains outside the family.  
 
A further queering of motherhood and mothering occurs in Girl Walking Backwards 
when Skye and Jessica find a dead bird and dress it in Barbie clothes. The moment when 
Jessica finds the bird she slips into “motherese” – a kind of baby talk that mothers often 
use in comforting their young children. This discourse is disrupted by Skye, as narrator, 
who inserts her own discourse of desire, causing the object of desire to shift from the 
innocent body of the bird to the body of the “innocent” girl:  
 
“Poor birdie, poor poor birdie.” She cupped it in her hand and gently pet the 
feathers on the top of its little head. I was too moved by Jessica to feel much for 
the bird. I just wanted to touch her then, all dressed in black, her breasts showing 
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through her opaque shirt. She was still the most innocent person, the most alive 
thing. (53) 
 
Skye’s desire is made known to the reader, not to Jessica. Instead, she recovers from her 
emotional imagining and makes the rational suggestion that they should bury the bird. At 
this point, Jessica names the bird “Heda” and proceeds to prepare Heda for her funeral. 
She buys the bird Barbie clothes and dresses it: “A little skirt around her waist, a pink 
brassiere over the bulging feathered breast, plastic sandals sticking over eensy talons” 
(54). Jessica presents Heda dressed in her “funeral finery” to Skye who is moved by the 
sight of the bird who appeared “vulnerable and sad” (54). Jessica then delivers a mini-
eulogy where Heda doubles for Barbie: “Heda was a good bird. She liked the beach. She 
was loved by all her friends” (54). After the ceremonies are finished, and Jessica decides 
that Heda is a Buddhist, they conclude that there wasn’t a burial place “worthy of her 
magnificence” (54) so they decide to entomb her in a plastic bag and store her in the 
freezer of Skye’s refrigerator.  
 
The fairy tale parallel is obvious as Heda, like Snow White, needs to be preserved for 
viewing rather than buried in the earth to decay. However, this act of attempted 
preservation of Heda is queered and mocks the heterosexual romance of the beautifully-
preserved Snow White being awakened by her Prince, when, weeks later, Anna discovers 
the plastic bag: 
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Poking out from Mom’s death grasp was a feathery head. Heda. She opened her 
palm to reveal her little shrinking body still in the pink bathing suit and sandals. 
“What is this sickness? Some kind of voodoo? You weren’t in LA. You were here 
spreading this … sickness.” (196) 
 
Reduced to a set of Barbie clothes and some feathers, Heda (unlike Snow White) is 
stripped of any erotic potential, yet remains an object of fantasy, like Barbie. Heda’s 
body both before and after decomposition is fetishised in its Barbie clothes, and as a 
fetish (Barbie) it remains an impossible feminine phallus: a perfect body which is always 
absent from any real experience. Barbie, the object of male fantasy and female desire 
represents the impossibility of desire, a state of continual deferral in the Lacanian sense. 
Heda as a Barbie double mocks the gaze and its masculine prerogative by becoming a site 
of repulsion, a monstrosity, a voodoo sacrifice, a sick joke. Given that it is Anna who 
discovers Heda, there is a further queering of the fairy tale allusion in that Anna 
resembles the wicked Queen, another hysteric who refuses to become the good mother, 
insisting on separating herself from her (step)daughter – the one who gives her status as 
(step)mother meaning. Anna becomes enraged, hysterical, and demands that Skye leave 
the home. Rather than engage in an hysterical dance to her death in red-hot slippers, 
Anna stumbles “frantically…with a simultaneously geriatric and infantile lack of muscle 
coordination” (197).  
 
The next time we encounter Anna she is in an asylum, and as such has reached the point 
of collapse between madwoman and mother. Jessica’s trajectory follows a similar path in 
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that she is the first to find Heda, rebirths her as Barbie, abandons her to the freezer, and 
like Anna ends up in an asylum. What distinguishes this series of bizarre behaviours in 
terms of queer theory is that the interactions occur in a space not defined by male 
characters or by a narrative progress towards heterosexuality. If anything, there is a 
mocking of romance narratives with their heterosexual coupling, and a mocking of the 
maternal. While Skye supports Jessica in her fantasy about Heda, the rage that their 
nurturing of the dead bird instils in Anna is a violent reaction against their perverse desire 
to entomb the bird in the freezer. In terms of lesbian fetishism, De Lauretis argues that 
“the original loss of the female body in the mother can come to mean a loss of her own 
body-ego for the female subject” (quoted in Smelik 180). In other words, rather than in 
the Freudian sense of the fetish as a stand in for the absent phallus, a queer theorising 
disavows notions of castration and phallus, and sees fetishism as allowing the lesbian to 
reinvest erotically in the body of another woman. Heda as a fetish is a signifier of desire 
in that her Barbie-clad body functions as a sign that designates an (absent) object of 
desire. More specifically from Skye’s position, Heda signifies the perverse desire for an 
originally lost object (Anna). Hence, Heda is an imaginary item which is separated from 
the original object (unity with Anna) and displaced onto another object (Jessica).  
 
While the Barbie motif serves a fetishistic function in Girl Walking Backwards, a less 
developed, but nevertheless a functioning fetishistic address occurs in Obsession through 
the object of a diary. Obsession is written as a two-book diary. However, it is 
unembellished, lacking the drawings, photographs, notations in the margins, different 
fonts, and page decorations that have become a formatting device of many epistolary 
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texts written for young adults, and which attempt to convey a sense of realism. It begins 
in a confiding tone between narrator and reader, with the first heading in the book making 
a direct address (“To whoever finds this”) to the unknown reader. The diary, if not 
entirely feasible as a fetish, certainly contains fetishistic impulses with its recording of 
Charlie’s excessive (obsessive) desire for Kate and as a chronicle of her turbulent 
relationship with her mother. While many teenage girls keep diaries for various purposes, 
Charlie’s diary acts as an alter-ego or “other” – a confidant in whom she can share her 
sexual desires and romantic musings. In this sense, Charlie’s diary is no different from 
early epistolary texts, in that it too exists as a cultural artefact signifying a romanticized 
past. However, on another level, it is the diary’s fetishistic accounts of Charlie’s 
attachments to specific parts of Kate’s body that is of particular interest here. Kate’s hair, 
smile, arms, shoulders, voice, and her perfume (Obsession), knickers, clothing, soap are 
mentioned repeatedly throughout the book. These fetishes cause a sexual stirring in 
Charlie: “I felt all the blood in my body make a rush for my face” (107) and “I get this 
feeling of warmth that starts from my middle and spreads out to my fingers and toes” 
(140). When Charlie washes her body with Kate’s soap, it is like applying a second skin 
that acts as a fetishistic surrogate for her own skin.  
 
The effects of these fetishistic desires constitute Charlie’s obsession with Kate. They also 
construct Kate as a young woman who exists within a fetishised object – the diary – that 
can be opened and closed according to the whim of the reader. The voices of Kate, Carol 
and other characters in the diary are reported via Charlie whose focalised accounting 
ensures that she is both conduit and recorder. The reader then must accept these reported 
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dialogues and thoughts as being genuine. In this sense, the other characters lack 
interiority, and are similar to any literary character who is only narrated via third person. 
As fetishised objects, both Kate and the diary are inscribed with symbolic value derived 
from their potential to elevate the status of Charlie (as narrator, diarist, and victim of 
unrequited love) in the eyes of the reader.  Implicit in this fetishisation is the objectified 
woman (Kate), whose body and mind are trapped in the pages of the diary. In a similar 
way, Carol too is trapped and the reader is positioned to accept the narrator’s accounts of 
her actions. An interesting psychological twist occurs when Charlie decides to give Kate 
sleeping tablets in order to (presumably) make her sleepy and more receptive to Charlie’s 
love making. Here the diary entry shifts from first person to third person and records the 
fantasy of the scene that never happens using Charlie’s real name – Charlotte, and the 
font change to italics signals a transcendental account:  
 
The capsules dissolve in the warm coffee. Charlotte carries it into the lounge, 
where Kate is sitting on the floor, leaning against the couch. Charlotte hands her 
the coffee and kneels next to Kate on the floor. Kate drinks the whole cup, runs 
her fingers around the sides. When she’s finished, she sucks her fingers and looks 
playfully at Charlotte. She is smiling. She knows what is going to happen next. 
(233) 
 
While this passage evokes for Charlie (and possibly for the reader) a degree of sexual 
frisson, it highlights the mouth as a source of libidinous desire. It is here that the two 
novels’ fetishistic accounts can be read as attacking (unwittingly) the centrality of the 
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Oedipus complex in orthodox Freudianism. Both accounts move away from and argue 
against the Freudian Law of the Father on which the importance of the Oedipus complex 
is based. Rather than accept the Oedipal injunction that you cannot be what you desire, 
nor can you desire what you wish to be, a queer reading of these instances suggests a re-
investment in a different kind of sexuality, one which Freud and his followers would 
have regarded as perverse as it denies and replaces the phallus (or penis) as the symbolic 
(material) and privileged erogenous zone for sexual excitement.  
 
Charlie’s phantasies about Kate are loving for the most part and do not constitute sexual 
perversion. While the Barbie fetish may be read as a perversion of mother love in that 
Jessica and Skye attempt to preserve the phantasy object they created, their actions are 
without cruelty or malice. They are simply playfully queer. My queering of the  
fetishistic address of the two novels highlights the uneasy and liminal spaces between a 
host of binaries: mother/daughter; body/text; heterosexuality/lesbianism; reality/phantasy; 
literal/symbolic.  
 
Both Girl Walking Backwards and Obsession can be seen as making a final queer twist 
with their attempt at closure in the arms of psychiatry: Charlie decides she is ready to 
admit herself to a psychiatric clinic, and Skye’s mother, Anna, overdoses and is admitted 
to an Acute mental ward. Both endings imply possible “cure” of queerness and suggest a 
return to the rational Law of the Father and to the voice of normative reality. This shared 
conclusion suggests a failure of queerness to productively reconfigure familial relations 
and sexual subjectivities. Or does it? Maybe a queer reading attests to the impossibility of 
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the heterosexual family unit in that the father in the texts remain an absence and it is the 
desire for the mother that queers the Oedipus complex. For Skye, her mother’s 
hospitalisation signals beyond the present to the ongoing state of uncanniness that marks 
their relationship:  
 
I looked at her lying there with a mixture of horror and relief… Maybe just 
because she was my mom, something in the thighs, the stomach, the jaw, the 
possibilities of sameness… The loss of future. Of me ending up like her. (240) 
 
A similar sense of concern for her mother’s emotional state is behind Charlie’s decision 
to stop hiding from her mother and to seek psychiatric help: “The idea of Mum on the 
telly appealing for information, or finding my face on the back of a milk carton, was too 
much. Way too much” (259). While both texts conclude with a “return to the mother,” in 
Freudian terms, their conclusions signal a return of the repressed in that the figure of the 
mother (lying ill or in an imagined, distraught state) serves as a reminder of their 
repressed emotions. For Skye, the similarity between her mother’s body and her own, 
causes her mother to function as the uncanny double of her future self.  Charlie’s 
imagining of her face on the milk carton, similarly, conjures an image of the uncanny 
double, but of her past self: a return of her repressed self, a queer in need of treatment. 
 
As the above discussion has argued, the queering of the familial space in these novels is 
possible if we re-interpret the Oedipal complex with its focus on the father as source of 
the daughter’s desire, and the dramatic onset of sexual difference that occurs with the 
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separation from the mother. In resisting this heterosexist discourse, we can consider how 
difference and desire exist among the women in the texts. To read the texts through a 
queer lens is to view the complex patterns of mother–daughter relations as unorthodox 
and uncanny. To put this simply, as straight mothers, Anna and Carol are nevertheless 
queer subjects, and ironically, their queer daughters are surprisingly straight. However, a 
more useful outcome in terms of ongoing queer criticism of YA fiction might be to 
reflect on the queered realities these novels explore in terms of the queer project of 
resistance to social and sexual regulation, identity formation, and performance. To take 
this perspective enables criticism to move beyond the concerns that Trites noted as the 
binary trap of repression/liberation in the rhetoric of YA novels to a consideration of the 
ways the normal/queer binaries of the text and its context can be questioned and 
subverted if we choose to read queerly. Furthermore, if we accept the view proposed by 
Hall that “all texts can be used ‘queerly’ by any reader or set of readers who wish to do 
so” (148), then the queering of both “straight” and queer texts provides both critical and  
political means for ensuring that discussions about identity and sexuality are not reduced 
to simplistic and unchallenged mindsets and binarisms that seek to foreclose further 
discussion. 
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